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ABSTRACT

This thesis reports a qualitative analysis of heterosexual males' perception of school
climate for lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) peers. Fifteen semi-structured interviews
were conducted with males 16-18 who have attended a public or Catholic secondary
school. Findings indicate that gay youth often occupy lower status positions in the
school's social hierarchy. Heterosexual males did not typically want to associate with or
be friends with gay peers for fear of being perceived as gay and being "hit on". Verbal
harassment against LGB youth was common and was reportedly not dealt with by
teachers. Homosexuality was not addressed in the classroom. Perceptions around the
phrase "that's so gay" are explored. Dissenting views on homosexuality and popularity
are also presented. Findings are discussed in relation to Connell's theory of masculinity
with emphasis on the performance of heterosexual masculinities. Recommendations
include challenging hegemonic masculinity in schools through curriculum and other
avenues.
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INTRODUCTION
This thesis is an exploratory and descriptive study examining how male
heterosexual students contribute to the school climate for their lesbian, gay, transgender,
bisexual and questioning (LGTBQ) peers in secondary school. Research informing the
study has demonstrated that males are more likely than females to enact homophobic
abuse towards LGTBQ peers (Van de Ven, 1995; Mason, 2001). Reported is a qualitative
analysis of data from interviews with 15 heterosexual males ages 16-18, who attend or
have attended a secondary school in the Windsor-Essex County area. Findings explore
how, as students, these males may deliberately or inadvertently contribute to a hostile or
accepting environment for their LGTBQ peers. Also examined are males' perceptions of
the overall friendliness or chilliness of the school climate for LGTBQ peers, including the
classroom dynamics and the role of teachers.
Research findings are also explored which indicate that males face pressure to
enact ideal forms of masculinity, and that certain forms of masculinity are valued over
others in school contexts (Connell, 1995; Pascoe, 2003). Further examined is the link
between homophobia and the performance of heterosexual masculinities. Connell's
(1995) theory of masculinity is utilized in an attempt to explain such occurrence, as well
as to offer further insight into gender relations and the interplay of power. Foucault's
(1988) 'techniques of the self are also applied in the analysis of findings to exemplify,
from a theoretical standpoint, why young men engage in techniques of self-surveillance
and policing of peers. Conclusions and recommendations for promoting a more inclusive
school climate are explored.
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BACKGROUND
This thesis is motivated by research which shows that homosexual youth are
frequently the targets of homophobic comments and that a majority are also the target of
some form of harassment or violence (Gay Lesbian and Straight Education Network GLSEN- National School Climate Survey, 2005). According to the Stonewall Report of
the schooling experiences of British youth (2007), 65% of young lesbian, gay and
bisexual pupils have experienced bullying. The California Healthy Kids Survey (2004),
which conducted a state-wide study of safety and harassment in schools, found that 7.5%
of students reported having been the victims of homophobic-related bullying. In a study
of Scottish secondary schools, Buston and Hart (2001) note that students even suspected
of being gay are often subjected to threats of violence. Saewyc et al. (2006) suggest that
gay, lesbian and bisexual youth in the United States and Canada are more likely to drop
out of school than their heterosexual counterparts as a result of harassment and violence.
The existence of LGTBQ students is often invisible in educational curricula. In his
study of American secondary schools, Chesir-Teran (2003) found that the school climate
is typically heteronormative, which he described as manifest through "behavioural or
social regularities that reflect a press towards heterosexuality and away from
homosexuality" (p.270). In her study of Scottish secondary schools, Epstein (1997)
found that both heterosexuality and conventional gender relations were often reproduced
through the taught curriculum. Therefore, secondary schools are a key arena for the
production and regulation of sexual discourses, practices, and identities (RenoId, 2002)
and where much harassment occurs. Teens often chastise those peers who do not live up
to hegemonic norms of masculinity, or femininity, contributing to an overall hostile
atmosphere for those who do not conform.
2

Studies attempting to gauge hostility in a school environment have largely
addressed the issue from a psychological stance (Van de Ven, Bornholt & Bailey, 1996)
with emphasis placed on individual cognitions related to homophobia and little attention
paid to the social environment of schools. A review of the literature demonstrates that
studies of school climate are rare in Canada; consequently, this research draws upon and
expands on studies conducted in the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia.
One U.S. organization that has attempted to address this question on a large scale is the
Gay Lesbian Straight Education Network (GLSEN). Equality for Gays and Lesbians
Everywhere (EGALE) Canada has also recently (December 2007) launched a school
climate survey. The online national survey aims to examine homophobia and transphobia
in Canadian schools, and targets students in grades 8 through 12 in order to document the
realities of life for straight, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, Two Spirit, intersex, queer
and questioning (LGBTTIQQ) students, and children of LGBTTIQQ parents. EGALE
aims to use the information from the survey to provide educators and policy makers with
information to make Canadian schools safer for youth. However, the model questionnaire
both organizations employ is closed-ended, meaning respondents simply circle a response
without room for elaboration on an issue. Moreover, such a survey does not take into
account people's qualifiers for the answers they select, and may create false opinions if an
insufficient list of alternatives is given (DeVaus, 2002). This presents a disadvantage
because meanings attributed to behaviour may not be inferred, as the context surrounding
responses is not articulated by the respondent or understood by the researcher (Mac an
Ghaill, 1994).
The question remains of why males are most often the perpetrators of abuse
towards peers. As demonstrated by Van de Ven's (1995) study of university campuses in
3

Australia, and Mason's (2001) study of sexuality, gender and homophobia in Australia,
males are most often the perpetrators of abuse towards peers and homophobic violence.
Comstock's (1991) study relayed similar findings, and further found that nearly half of
the perpetrators of physical assault towards gays and lesbians were twenty-one or
younger, and the great majority were under twenty-eight. In addition, fellow students
were the second highest reported category of perpetrators. These studies indicate a link
between gender, age and homophobic violence, an aspect this thesis aims to address by
examining the role of hegemonic masculinity and its interplay with homophobia.

4

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Connell (1995) situates masculinities in the history of institutions and economic
structures, and argues that masculinity is reproduced deliberately as a political strategy.
Connell draws on the concept of hegemonic masculinity which he describes as a
"configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the
problem of legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees the dominant position of men and
the subordination of women" (p.77). Connell (ibid) contends that hegemonic masculinity
is achieved through culture, institutions and persuasion, and is likely only established if
there is some correspondence between cultural ideal and power. According to Connell
(ibid), hegemonic masculinity defines normative expectations for men and promotes
behaviours such as policing other men, enacting violence to defend one's position, and
participating in arenas such as sport and war - all of which serve to explain men's
domination over women, as well as the ostracism of other men who do not live up to this
ideal.
Connell (1995) argues that members of the privileged group use violence to
sustain their privilege. Violence becomes important in gender politics among men - terror
is used as a means of drawing boundaries and making exclusions, for example, in
heterosexual violence against gay men. Connell (2002) also notes that power, operating
through various institutions and in the form of oppression of one group over another, is an
important part of the structure of gender. Kimmel (1994) also discusses normative
definitions of masculinity, all of which include that being a man means "not being like a
woman" and that failure by other men to affirm their power leads to an association with
being "feminine" (p. 123).
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In their study of English state schools, Haywood and Mac an Ghaill (1996) argue
that violence serves as a "technique of normalization," for example, when transgression
from the boundaries of masculinity occurs, violence ultimately acts to maintain
differences in ascendant definitions of masculinity. This form of violence begins in
school at a young age, as groups begin to define their meaning of masculinity over others.
For example, Thome's (1993) study, "Gender Play: Creating a Sense of Opposites,"
describes behaviour as witnessed in the schoolyard: boys chase girls, invade their games,
and use verbal and physical intrusions to target a female's personal space, claiming that it
was "all in fun". Thome notes that when men engage in horseplay and mock contests like
wrestling, they dramatize themes of physical violence and strength that are central to
hegemonic constructions of masculinity.
Hegemonic Masculinity as a Valid Explanation?
Does the concept of hegemonic masculinity accurately explain the constraints,
demands, and pressures that male youth face, and which all other youth, male or female,
come to bear? Critics of the term hegemonic masculinity have argued that it has been
overly simplified, excessively broad in its usage, and diverts attention away from women
and gendered power relations (Heam, 1996). In response, Connell and Messerschmidt
(2005) argue against the use of the term as a fixed, trans-historical model. They further
contend that at the regional (discursive or political) level, hegemonic masculinities can be
constructed in ways that do not correspond closely to the lives of any actual men. It is
apparent that these models do, in various ways, express widespread ideals, fantasies, and
desires. This is especially evident for school age children, where the pressure to perform
heterosexual masculinities is often cited as an "ideal" form that must be attained. This
may particularly be the case as constituents of this performance, such as homophobia,
6

target anything that signifies a lack of allegiance to the collective expectations of male
peers (Plummer, 2001).
Moreover, hegemonic masculinity should not be over simplified and regarded
solely as a cultural norm, as gender relations are also constituted through non-discursive
practices including wage labour, violence, sexuality, domestic labour, and child care
(Connell & Messerschmitt, 2005). The question remains why men cannot simply adopt
any gender position merely as a discursive practice or reflexive move. This also begs
Judith Lorber's question: why can't a man be more like a woman? Lorber (1998), a
proponent of social constructionism, rebuts Connell's emphasis on the centrality of the
body and practice by asserting that if masculinity and femininity are practices, "everyone
can do both!" (p.474). In addressing this question and similar others, Connell and
Messerschmidt (2005) emphasize that the possibilities are constrained by embodiment,
economic forces, personal and family relationships and of course, institutional (including
educational) practices, the latter of which this study explores.
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METHODOLOGY
In this study, fifteen 16-18 year old heterosexual males from 11 secondary schools
in Windsor and Essex County were interviewed individually during the months of August
to October of 2007. All participation was voluntary. Interviewees responded to an email
request sent over the internet from MySpace and Facebook which briefly described the
purpose of the study, approval from the research ethics board and researcher contact
information (see Appendix A for email template). A pilot, or "pretest" interview was
carried out in order to ascertain how effective the interview was in eliciting the type of
information I was seeking and the time that it took (Berg, 2004). Interested parties were
sent (or given) a short questionnaire composed of 5 brief questions including: age, if they
are in/recently graduated from a secondary school, which secondary school they attended,
ethnicity and their social position or group membership including jock, prep, emo and
skater (as perceived by peers) and an open ended "other" category. The last question
included an open-ended "other" so respondents could fill in a group if not listed (See
Appendix B for the screener). Participants were offered an honorarium of $10 for their
time. Interviews took place at mutually agreed upon public, quiet locations. The majority
of interviews were held at the University of Windsor. Others took place in coffee shops in
the Windsor-Essex County area.
Sample
The study was approved by the University of Windsor Research Ethics Board.
Permission to participate was obtained through signed consent forms from the young men
themselves. Of the 11 schools represented in the sample, 3 were public high schools (5
students) and 8 were Catholic (10 students). The lower age limit of 16 was selected as
these students had experienced a couple of years of high school, and had experiences to
8

discuss. The upper age limit of 18 was selected as this is the age at which students
typically graduate from high school. This length of time was selected in an attempt to
minimize retrospective accounts and maximize recall of high school experiences. The
sample consisted of four 16 years old, four 17 year olds, and seven 18 year olds. The
majority identified their ethnicity as "Canadian" (n=9), "Other European" (n=2), and one
each as: "British and Canadian", "British and French", "Other European and Canadian"
and "French and Other European".
Participants were asked how others perceive their social locations in the school,
for example, as belonging to certain social groups including: jocks, preps, skaters, emos,
or computer geeks. An "other" category was included for those who did not believe they
were perceived to be in any of the above groups. Responses included "Jocks" (n=4),
"Preps" (n=2), "Skaters" (n=2), and one each of: "Jock/Drama Freak", "Emo"
(Emotional), "Funny Guy", "Hardcore/Straightedge Kid", "Prime Minister of School",
"Quiet Guy", and "Normal". To further elaborate on the characteristics of social groups
(based on popular understandings), Jocks are popular male student athletes; Preps are
students who appear well-off financially and dress in polo shirts and other preppy
clothing (such as khakis); Skaters are those who skateboard; Emo are emotional youth,
(the characteristics of whom are more fully described in the findings section). Selfidentified social groups included: Hardcore/Straightedge, this participant chose not to
drink or do drugs, but listened to heavy metal-type music; Drama Freak; this student took
drama class and was involved in school plays; Funny Guy described himself as the class
clown type. Finally, the Normal respondent did not perceive himself to belong to any
groups. Prime Minister of School and Quiet Guy are self-explanatory. This categorization
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was done in order to ascertain the overarching discourses that exist in schools, from the
perceptions of actors in various social positions.
Location of Data Collection and Recruitment
MySpace and Facebook are free social networking sites, open to any group with
internet access. Boyd (2007) reports that Facebook has recently become the "cool" thing
to join for high school teens wanting to attend college or university; she found that its
users are more likely to be the jocks, athletes and the "good" kids. With regard to
MySpace, she found that users were more likely to be the kids who did not play into the
dominant high school popularity paradigm, such as the "emos," "goths," (youth who wear
black clothing, wear white face and black eye makeup and are often associated with the
music of artist Marilyn Manson) and "burnouts" (youth who are known to engage in
regular drug use). Boyd (2007) adds that these are the kids who are more likely to be
socially ostracized at school.
With MySpace and Facebook users can create profiles which contain much of
their personal information. As a result, a researcher can browse or search for profiles
matching selected criteria, for example; gender, age ranges, geographical locations, and
so on. I created MySpace and Facebook accounts where I posted some generic
information about myself, as well as information about the study. I sent out messages
over MySpace to males within twenty five kilometres of the University of Windsor's
address who were between the ages of 16 and 18, were attending a secondary school in
Windsor-Essex County, and self identified as heterosexual on their profile. The message
described the study, including information regarding ethics board approval, voluntary
participation, confidentiality, supervisor contact information for questions/concerns, and
information regarding compensation.
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Over 200 messages were sent over MySpace; I received only six replies of interest
in my study. From those six, I conducted three interviews. It appears that the popularity of
MySpace is waning, as those I interviewed said the "new, cool thing" was Facebook, and
that MySpace was rarely used among their cohort anymore. Those in my sample were
making this switch to Facebook and rarely used their MySpace page. This is consistent
with boyd's (2007) finding that Facebook has recently become the "cool" thing to join for
high school teens. Using Facebook, I was able to send messages to online groups, or
friend networks using informants (males I knew in the age range who had Facebook
accounts). I had much more success with this route. The remaining 12 participants were
Facebook users. Efforts at this stage utilized a snowball sampling technique, in that,
participants passed on the recruitment information to friends over Facebook. Using this
method, participants could vouch for the safety and legitimacy of my study to their
friends and acquaintances (Berg, 2004).
Data Collection Tools and Procedures, and Analysis
The main focus of the interviews was to gauge the hostility or friendliness of these
young men's secondary school climate towards LGTBQ peers, including how the
participants themselves contributed to the overall school climate. Participants were asked
to reflect on their high school experiences as a whole. Their personal behaviour or
attitudes were not directly targeted although some of this information came forth during
the interview. The questions were purposely kept from being too "personal" or intrusive
so as to not make the respondents uncomfortable. In follow-up discussion with
respondents (after the interview had ended), almost all said that the questions had not
made them uncomfortable. Only one respondent reported a small level of discomfort
when discussing questions about homosexual peers.
11

The interviews followed a semi-structured format, which allowed me to gather
rich data, capturing the unique experiences of each participant. I used standard questions
across participants, but was able to probe their answers, and address or clarify their
questions (Berg, 2004). The interviews addressed issues of social groups, such as those
that were visible in their school. Also, the schools' social hierarchy, for example, which
of the social groups were the most popular in the school; masculinities and homophobia,
such as how those who do not "fit in" were dealt with, how those who are gay, or
perceived to be gay are/were treated by peers; and heteronormativity, for example, if
homosexuality is/was even discussed in a classroom setting, or in the halls among peers
(See Appendix C for the interview guide).
In interviewing this age group, it was important to appear non-threatening. For
example, I (a 25 year old white female) dressed very casually, a technique others
interviewing adolescent males have used (Pascoe, 2005). I used everyday speech and
vocabulary that my participants were using so I would not appear as a "stuffy" researcher.
From time to time, I would share my own high school experiences, or my knowledge of
popular culture that respondents would refer to. This was done in an attempt to minimize
status differences with the respondent, and to build rapport (Fontana & Frey, 2003).
Following my third interview, I was told by my participant that guys would probably be
more comfortable talking to me if they knew for certain that I was straight. This prompted
me to make active attempts to appear heterosexual to these young men, for example,
"dropping hints" about having a boyfriend, and putting up a picture of my boyfriend in
the room I was interviewing in. This technique seemed to work in subsequent interviews,
as participants appeared more at ease in discussing questions related to gay peers, as they
would frequently qualify their responses about teasing peers perceived to be homosexual
12

with statements such as " y ° u know what I mean" or "you know what we say about gay
kids." Knowing that I was "straight" seemed to offer some comfort that I would
sympathize with their behaviour. This opens up interesting possibilities as to the type of
information that can be elicited with this group based on an interviewer's perceived
sexual orientation.
As a female interviewer, I also feel that I was able to challenge the
methodological limitations of men interviewing other men. According to men taking a
pro-feminist approach, with men researching other men, male bonding and
competitiveness may collude in sexism and homophobia. Male research participants may
enact a defensive self-representation to a male interviewer (Haywood & Mac an Ghaill,
2003). Mac an Ghaill (1994) explains that males researching other men may also be read
as a form of male bonding, as he claims that "male ethnographers of young men's
schooling have systematically failed to acknowledge the implicit male knowledges,
understandings, and desires that we share with male research participant's schooling
biographies" (p. 174). Mac an Ghaill also discusses that males are likely to give female
researchers different types of information. For example, with a male researcher, male
respondents may provide only limited or selected representations of masculinity in an
attempt to foster the above mentioned male bonding. It is my hope that I have uncovered
information that has opened up new possibilities or ideas in the realm of the literature on
masculinities.
A qualitative methodology promoted an understanding of young heterosexual
males' school climate experiences from their own perspective (Firestone, 1987) and
allowed me to build a holistic picture of these young men's accounts from the detailed
views they were encouraged to provide (Creswell, 1994). All interviews were tape13

recorded. Each individual interview was fully transcribed. The transcript was then
uploaded into QSR NVIVO 7, a software program used for qualitative analysis of data.
Identifiers were removed and interviews were numbered (as appears in the findings
section). Analysis of data was done using grounded theory methods (Strauss & Corbin,
1998; Creswell, 1998). My data were initially coded numerically according to the
interview guide questions. I then organized categories into thematically related groupings
of ideas (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). Subsequently, themes for axial coding I used included
masculinity (Connell, 1995), heteronormativity, and homophobia (Mason, 2001; Phoenix,
Frosh & Pattman, 2003). Coding was utilized whereby text that shared common
characteristics with an identified theme was placed into the same code (Rubin & Rubin,
1995). Axial coding analysis focuses on emerging categories; selective coding examines
the data in order to integrate core categories with the theoretical framework (Draucker,
Martsolf, Ross & Rusk, 2007). Through axial coding, I examined central phenomena and
causal conditions where these categories become interrelated, returning to the data and
looking for text that supported or refuted my themes (Creswell, 1998).
Internal validity addresses the accuracy of information derived from the study and
whether it matches reality (Creswell, 1994). In order to address this issue, I turn to
Lincoln and Guba's (2000) discussion of fairness, in that all voices of participants should
be apparent in the text, with none omitted. Thus, with respect to this inclusion, I have
attempted to ensure that all voices are represented, and that all stories are treated fairly
and with balance (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). As my sample is recruited from the internet, I
may have excluded those who do not use MySpace or Facebook (boyd, 2006). As
recruitment over Facebook operated in a chain letter fashion, representativeness is not
assured. My sample may represent certain high school subcultures more than others, and
14

not be representative of all subcultures present in secondary schools. For example, my
sample may contain more of the "cool" kids, which boyd (2007) describes as more likely
to use Facebook.
Since the analyses presented here are based on a small, selective sample, no
claims can be made that these findings are generalizable. Thus, the research design has
limited external validity, as the experiences of these young men may not necessarily
reflect those of others in their own school or in other secondary schools. A further
limitation is that of reliability, in that the findings of this study may not be replicated in
another setting by another researcher (Creswell, 1994). For example, another researcher
using similar recruitment techniques may obtain a sample with different characteristics.
As the intent of the qualitative design aims to uncover the meanings these young
men attribute to their social world, the interviews have nonetheless produced quotations
and descriptions which illustrate the perspective of the respondents (Firestone, 1987). I
have selected the quotes which I believe best exemplify or sum up the themes which I am
discussing. An explanation is provided as to the selection of any other quotes. The quotes
presented in this paper allow readers to gauge whether or not they agree with the
interpretations I have made (Phoenix, Frosh & Pattman, 2003).

15

FINDINGS
Masculinity
Heterosexuality and Popularity
In the majority of the secondary schools, the Jocks and the Preps were considered
the most popular kids in school. This is similar to Pascoe's (2003) findings in her
ethnographic study of adolescent boys in a US high school. In addition to the "Jocks," the
"Preps" rule the campus. It appeared that these more popular groups had particular rules
or boundaries in place in order to be a member, one of which was compulsory
heterosexuality, and were largely unforgiving of any transgressions:
Well, I think that if someone was gay, in like the preppier group, they
wouldn 't come out, I think that they 'd try and hide it more, 'cause I think
they think, like "guys are supposed to like girls and girls like guys and
that's how it's supposed to be, and if you don't like that, then it's just
weird and it's hard to be around those people. " (SB03: Jock, 17).
SB: Were there any groups in particular that teased these guys who were
perceived to be gay more than others?
Yeah, well, obviously like the jock guys would do that, 'cause they are the
definition of what it means to be a guy, like, working out, that kind of
junk, so, obviously when they see that [someone who appears to be gay],
they 're going to say something about it. (SB11: Quiet Guy, 17)
In enforcing heterosexuality as the norm, the more popular groups often engaged
in policing the gender boundaries of other boys in the schools. This fits with Martino's
(1998) study of adolescent boys attending a coeducational high school in Perth, Australia,
in which footballers established themselves "at the top of a pecking order of
masculinities" (p. 106). According to Martino, this order is maintained through
differentiation from other boys (such as those who work hard, do not play football, are
quiet, or not cool) through the use of derisive labels such as "faggot" applied to these
non-footballer boys. The following quote illustrates another sport at the top of the
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masculine hierarchy in Canada, ice hockey. Similarly to football in the United States, it
defines a pattern of dominating and aggressive performance (Connell, 2000).
There was one kid at my school who was a hockey player - that was
another group I didn 't mention -1 didn 't like them personally. Yeah, he
was a hockey player, and if he thought someone was different, like, if he
thought someone was gay, he wouldjust harass them, verbally, to no end.
(SB14: Jock/Drama Freak, 18)
Students who did not play sports, or were not preps, were not as popular among
male peers. Similar to Pascoe's (2003) findings, lowest on the hierarchy of popularity in
these secondary schools were those students involved in the performing arts, and the
"freaks" (those who dress in black and have multiple piercings). Furthermore, males who
partook in activities outside of sports, especially those activities that were considered
"feminine" were often perceived as gay:
I know if, just, the kinds of things that you do, it sounds terrible to say,
but there were a lot of people who if they were into drama, they were
suspected to be gay;
if they were in the choir, same thing. Um, if they danced, especially if
they took dance [they were perceived to be gay]. (SB14:18, Jock/Drama
Freak).
Much of these findings coincide with Kimmel and Mahler's (2003) analysis of
boys who participated in random school shootings from 1982-2000 in the United States.
Boys who were different - shy, bookish, honour students, artistic, musical, theatrical,
non-athletic, or "weird" - were often targets for harassment and culturally marginalized
for "inadequate" gender performances. This "difference" extends to a recent social group
that has emerged in popular culture: the "emos". According to my participants, "emo" can
be described as kids who generally dress in black, dye their hair black and style it with an
"emo flop" or a section of hair that falls in front of their face. "Emo" is also characterized
by a genre of music that is considered emotional/alternative, often associated with the
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popular band "My Chemical Romance." These kids are also seen as depressed or suicidal,
which some of their peers perceived as foolish. Generally, "emo" kids were social
outsiders and did not really fit in at school either:
We had emo kids. They were like, outcasts. They hung out with each
other, but they were never considered cool or whatever. Yeah, I thought
they were weird, I don't know, they 're really depressed, down, uhm, they
look like the stereotypical dark hair, really sad, like some of the guys
even wear makeup, like eye-shadow and stuff. Uhm, they like emo music,
like punk music, [and] wear tight clothes. (SB 10:17, Normal)
It is worthwhile to note that characteristics of the "emo" kids are commonly associated
with traits that are feminized, for example, wearing of make-up. The wearing of make-up
by males in high school was seen as a key indicator that someone was gay:
One of them [guys perceived to be gay] had like, a hair cut like a girl's
haircut, one of them wore makeup; I think he was trying to cover it up,
but that kind of led to some speculation at the beginning. (SB 12:18,
Jock)
Hanging out with girls "too much" is evidence of being non-masculine, as found
by Phoenix, Frosh and Pattman (2003) in their qualitative study of boys attending London
schools. Kimmel and Mahler (2003) suggest that it may be boys with girls among their
friends who might be able to resist gay-baiting and bullying, as this can validate their
sense of masculinity. According to the participants in this study, the number of girlfriends
one has seems to be a delicate balance; too many is not a good thing. Having a social
group composed of mostly girls is seen as an indicator of homosexuality. Furthermore,
not being sexually involved with any of these girls was also seen as a sure sign that
someone was gay:
SB: These guys that are perceived to be gay, why do people think they're
gay?
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Just the way they act, the way they talk a lot of times... uhm.... who they
hang out with. Sometimes, if they have all girls as friends, and you don't
hear of them ever getting with any of these girls, then they must be gay.
(SB: 10, 17, Normal)
In their study of young men in Canadian schools, Frank, Kehler, Lovell and Davison
(2003) found that the term "gay" is applied to boys who socialize with girls, as well as to
anything, such as behaviour or clothing that is classified as undesirable. This speaks to
Redman's (2000) qualitative study of 16-18 year old English boys. He asserts that boys
must have masculine prowess in order to "pull" girls. This prowess often includes being
sexually experienced and having female sexual "conquests", as well as using abusive,
embarrassing or humiliating language towards girls such as "bitch", "slut" and "whore" in
order to be considered fully masculine (Mandel & Shakeshaft, 2000). This is also
consistent with Kehily's (2001) findings from her ethnographic school based study of the
relationship between heterosexuality and masculinity, in that sex with girls is an aim to be
desired and expected. Thus, hanging out with girls and not "getting with them" signifies a
failed masculine performance.
Gay, as in "that's so gay"
When asked how the word "gay" was typically used, virtually all respondents said
that it was most commonly used in the phrase "that's so gay." According to them, the
phrase is synonymous with the terms "stupid" or "lame" or it referred to a general dislike
of something (for example, getting homework assignments). Similarly, Pascoe's (2005)
study of American adolescent boys at a California high school found that the word "gay"
is a fairly common synonym for "stupid." Overall, my findings indicate that the phrase
"that's go gay" was considered common high school vernacular. No participants could
pinpoint any particular situations in which the expression was more commonly used,
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instead saying that it is used all the time - in any and every place or space. In addition,
"that's so gay" was rarely used to refer to actual homosexuality or someone who was
perceived to be gay. This is in line with Adam's (2007) note that the epithet 'that's so
gay' has become one of the most widespread insults in Canadian schoolyards today
"despite the fact that it almost never refers to anything that is characteristic of gay worlds
or sensibilities" (p.76).
One of the other ways in which the word "gay" or similarly "homo" was used was
in discussions between male peers. The word was typically used while "joking around"
with friends.
SB: When you do talk specifically about a gay person, do you say "he's
gay" or like, do you use those words?
You just call him like a "homo " or something like that.
SB: Do guys ever use those words to each other even if they aren't gay?
Yeah, just as a joke, we '11 be like, "you stupid homo " to joke around.
SB: Like to insult each other?
Usually more as a joke, and, I don't know, we'll joke around with it, like,
we 11 like pretend to be gay, just like a joke. I forget who it was, like one
of my friends read a study or something like that, something about gay
people, and it's the people who are most comfortable about their
sexuality will act the gayest.
SB: Really?
Yeah. Like, me and my friend, like, sometimes, you 'd actually think we 're
gay, just 'cause how we act. We 're just like, joking around.
SB: 'Cause you're comfortable?
Yeah. (SB07:17, Emo).
It is interesting to note that this informant, who is categorized as an "emo" admits that he
may be suspected of being gay by peers. As discussed earlier, the "emo" kids were often
20

associated with feminized characteristics and were among the unpopular kids at school.
Another aspect of gender performance abounds. In pretending to be gay, as this
participant and his friends do, Pascoe (2005) explains that males are evoking
performances which they believe are deserving of laughter. Through these performances,
boys are attempting to demonstrate that they are not gay, as they move in and out of the
"fag" position and return to a heterosexual immediately after this practice. This joking
reaffirms that boys know what being a "fag" is and that they are not one.
Smith's (1998) study of the school experiences of gay teenagers in school found
that "fag-baiting" was used in a similar manner, as youth participated in organized
activities such as poking fun, teasing, name calling, insulting and harassing peers, which
appeared as a normal feature of school life. Calling a boy "gay" may also be seen as
simply a joke or derogation (Phoenix, Frosh & Pattman, 2003). However, this word was
more than a joke when it arose in certain situations:
If it's used in like, say, you 're watching TV, and you 're like, "man, that
guy's arms are huge " like, [and someone says] "that's gay ", then you
take it, obviously on a deeper level than you would like, the other way
you can use gay as an insult [when joking]. You take it actually as a
personal insult, so you'd probably retaliate, either physically, or you just
like, give them a gay joke right back; I don't know, that's what I feel.
(SB11:18, Quiet Guy)
Connell (1995) claims that heterosexual men can be "expelled" through verbal
abuse, for example, by being called "fags," as this is used in an attempt to equate one with
femininity, and with being a "failed man." This male was quick to avoid such expulsion
by retaliating and hurling the term back at the one who initiated it (Pascoe, 2005).
Similarly, in Kehily and Nayak's (1997) ethnographic study of the role of humour in
cultures of young men in school, they note how gendered identities are policed by male
peer groups in school, as they explain that much of the peer group dynamic also revolves
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around trying to get a laugh at the expense of boys designated as "other." In order to do
so, boys take part insulting each other, and emotions must be kept in control. Foucault's
(1988) concept "technologies of the self purports that individuals attempt to control their
bodies (and behaviour) so that a certain state of perfection can be attained. In the case of
these young males, such perfection is often constituted by the respect of peers. Hunt and
Wickham (1994) engage with much of Foucault's work in their discussion of governance.
They contend that as our social world is experienced through language, and the ways in
which people label and value the context in which they live, language plays a major part
in constituting social subjects, and the subjectivities and identities of persons (Hunt &
Wickham, 1994). These identities are constituted within institutional practices, and
encrusted with complex meanings; thus it appears that the discourses which exist in
schools play a strong role in communicating which masculine identities are valued.
Homophobia and Masculinity
"I don't want him hitting on me "
People that like, "I'm gay, I want the whole entire world to know" they
bug me [laughs] like, okay, we get, you don't have to like... I guess it's
just one of those, that's when it's overdone. I mean, if you wear like, a
flaming pink shirt, and like, it's just overdone, like, you can go do that at
your gay pride parade, which we shouldn 't even have. I don't know, like,
the whole gay community should be like, away, like, it should be like an
underground thing, like how it was. Like, ifyou were gay, do your thing,
just don't let the world know. Where, like now, the government's
protected them so much, where, what can we do? It's more socially
acceptable. So, I don't, I'm one of those people that's kind of like "it's
not right" but the government's there, so what can I do? (SB05:18,
Prep)
The example above illustrates one of the most extreme views of my participants this is the participant who informed me that I should let participants know that I am
straight, because he was not sure of my sexuality, and was worried that I might be a
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lesbian. Even with this concern, he still divulged this, and other information which was
very anti-gay. The interconnectedness of homophobia and masculinity is brought up in
Connell's (2002) discussion of emotional relations, which convey that men's emotional
commitments include prejudice against women and homosexuals - these are interwoven
with power and the division of labour. Kimmel's (1994) definition of homophobia seems
fitting in this realm, as he states:
Homophobia is the fear that other men will unmask us, emasculate us,
reveal to us and the world that we do not measure up, that we are not real
men. We are afraid to let other men see that fear. Fear makes us
ashamed, because the recognition of fear in ourselves is proof to
ourselves that we are not as manly as we pretend (p. 127).
Kimmel states that it is this fear that leads to silence, which keeps others believing that all
men approve of things that are done to women, and gays and lesbians in our culture.
Issues of power are evident in Redman's (2000) account, as he has found that young men
position themselves in opposition to the homosexual in order to identify with a
hegemonic position in a gender/sex hierarchy. In his study of sexual bullying in UK
schools, Duncan (1999) found that boys were worried about being seen as gay, which
included having to deal with a 'gay' friend.
Many of the young men in this study report that males actively position
themselves against the homosexual students, or those perceived to be homosexual, in their
schools. This was often done in an attempt to not be seen as gay:
Um, I thinkfor guys it 'd be a lot harder [to hang out with gay kids],
'cause they 're constantly, like, "I don't want him hitting on me " or that
kind of thing, stereotype. Like, "I don't want to be known as the guy who
hangs out with the gay kids, 'cause then people might think I'm gay. "
(SB10: 17, Normal)
Seidman (2003) contends that our identities are established in relations of contrast, and
that being a man, in part, means establishing that one is not a woman. Taking this one
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step further, he explains that individuals establish a heterosexual identity in part by
distancing themselves from any associations with homosexuality. In distinguishing
oneself from peers who are gay or perceived to be gay in their schools, males attempt to
assert that they are indeed heterosexual, and not homosexual.
Many of the young men in my study reported that they and any of the other males
they knew did not want to be hit on by gay peers (to them, an obvious result of
associating with someone who was gay, or perceived to be gay). Not wanting to be hit on
was a common theme and also included not wanting to be stared at, or touched by another
male.
Uh, you don't want to get too comfortable with them [guys perceived to
be gay], just because you don't want them coming on to you. (SB09: 17,
Skater)
Frank et al. (2003) sum up this uneasiness quite well in their discussion of the
surveillance and fear which underlies heterosexual masculinity as "it is a fear to talk, a
fear to touch, a fear to be unlike the rest of 'the boys' that threatens to maintain and
sustain what many young men understand to be the only way to be 'real men"' (p. 127).
According to my respondents, this fear was particularly salient among those on sports
teams or those who were taking gym class, where there was particular discomfort in the
dressing room. This was coupled with a concern that respondents would be "checked out"
or have their "packages" looked at while changing.
In his commentary, The informal regulation of gender: fear and loathing in the
locker room, Short (2007) contemplates how shifting, and largely unexamined, codes of
masculinity have led men to an emergent practice of hiding their bodies in the locker
room. Short links this to the broader issue of the safety of queers. If the codes of
masculinity are violated, for example, by a gay couple holding hands in a public space, a
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price will be paid. This issue warrants further examination as this seemingly normative
adolescent practice can have larger societal implications, as policing the gender behavior
of other men in public spaces may result in homophobic abuse. Kehily (2001) discusses
homophobia in young men as part of a dynamic to expel the "other" from within;
meaning that for young men, homosexuality is forbidden, and this produces a heightened
anxiety and repulsion. Verbalizing that they are uncomfortable with gay peers or with the
possibility of being hit on by them may operate to conceal their vulnerabilities and secure
a heterosexual identity to peers.
Where do the gay teens fit in?
As a result of the heterosexual students not wanting to associate with their gay, or
perceived to be gay peers, they were often not friends with any of the gay guys. Gay or
perceived to be gay students were often ignored in conversation and excluded from social
activities, such as parties. As one of my respondents put it "they weren't the kids you'd
invite out after school." In a similar vein, gay teens were rarely, or never, among the
popular kids at school. The general consensus was that those perceived to be gay didn't
really fit in, and neither did those who were openly gay, with the slight exception of a few
(to be discussed). As previously mentioned, popularity was linked with heterosexuality
and those who occupied the more popular social positions in the school's hierarchy were
heterosexual. The following quote exemplifies how popularity and homosexuality
become intertwined:
SB: You said that guys are uneasy around people they think are gay, can
you expand on that for me?
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/ think mostly what it is, is that they don't want people to see them and
start assuming things. I really don't think there's anything wrong with it,
I think it's more just popularity, they don't want to lose it because they 're
hanging around with somebody... I guess it's more at the high school age
where they think it's wrong and that, and when you get older, you start to
realize it's normal, you can accept it, if you 're not involved, why should
you care? But definitely with the younger people it's just kind of like, "I
want to avoid it, I don't want any of these people thinking I am. " Just for
popularity reasons. (SB12:18, Jock).
Although this respondent did not see anything wrong with hanging out with peers who
were gay, or perceived to be gay, he did not hang out with them himself.
"There are no Lesbians at my School"
I do know one [a gay girl]. She 'sjust like, well, she's not gay, she's bi.
Well, I don't know, I can talk to her and everything, she doesn 't...Iguess
that doesn't bother me as much as guys.... I guess it's a gender thing.
Whereas guys, somebody who's gay would bother them. (SB05:18, prep)
The majority of respondents were not aware of any lesbian, bisexual or transgender peers
at their school. However, all males knew of gay guys at their school. Participants could
speak in depth of many of the males at their school who were gay or perceived to be gay;
yet, they did not notice lesbians as frequently. They perceived peers to be lesbian when
they were "very butchy looking" or if they hung out with the gay kids at school, for
example. This finding suggests a larger preoccupation with performing masculinity and
policing the gender behaviour of male peers.
In her study of 11-14 year old boys in London schools, Phoenix (2003) found that
in order to avoid being viewed as not masculine enough, boys had to produce
performances that involved carefully monitoring and policing allowable forms of
masculinity for themselves and for their male peers. Especially at younger ages, this
performance of a heterosexual identity involves distancing oneself from homosexual (or
perceived to be homosexual) peers. Judith Butler's (1993) discussion of gender
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performativity is relevant to the matter at hand, as she explains that social constraints,
taboos, prohibitions, and punishment operate in the repetition of norms, and that therefore
this repetition constitutes gender construction. The norms surrounding popularity in the
secondary school setting are apparent. Butler also goes on to state that "gender norms
operate by requiring the embodiment of certain ideals of femininity and masculinity, ones
which are almost always related to the idealization of the heterosexual bond" (p.18). As
such, individuals are not driven by a "core" gender identity, but only those from
behaviours modeled from images we derive from our societal institutions. The concept of
performativity can be applied to homophobia. Plummer (2001) finds that it has its roots in
this boyhood "otherness" as it signifies a lack of allegiance to the collective expectations
of male peers, and is also composed of misogyny. Thus, heterosexual masculinities are
performatively enacted and policed though opposition to a homosexual other - this
ensures identification with a hegemonic position in the sex/gender hierarchy - and in this
case, in the social hierarchy of secondary schools.
Rose (1996) elaborates on these comments made by Butler, and contends that
such performances seek to subjectify a certain "truth" of gender, and that they are always
practiced under the actual or imagined authority of some system of truth. These
performances are enjoined by sanctions as well as seductions. In performing the
appropriate masculine identity, allegiance is secured to the popular groups in school.
Purposeful bashing/insulting of peers
Overall, most of the verbal harassment against guys who were gay or perceived to
be gay in the respondents' schools was covert, or took place behind their backs. This
included "is he or isn't he" comments, jokes, such as "I wonder what he's doing with his
boyfriend this weekend?" or name calling for example, "look at what that fag is wearing."
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Most frequently, comments were made among students when the gay/suspected to be gay
student passed in the halls or in the cafeteria. Overt verbal harassment was reported to
occur in almost all of the schools; again, most commonly in the halls. This included guys
yelling out "faggot" or comments about the person's physical appearance, such as the
gender inappropriateness of their outfit, hair cut, or some other physical attribute. This
name calling may relate to Pascoe's (2005) findings, as she describes that becoming a
"fag" has as much to do with failing at masculine tasks of competence, such as
heterosexual prowess and strength, or in any way revealing weakness or femininity, as it
does with sexual identity. In this sense, rhetorical devices are used to define gender
boundaries and produce "fag" as an object.
The use of such words also arises in Connell's (2002) discussion of symbolic
relations, in which the meanings we have given words in our society are greater than the
biological categories of male and female. These relations are formed around the
conception of "otherness" and may involve calling others "gay" or "queer" meaning that
they are sissy, not tough or "uncool." In addition to being placed in opposition to
femininities, hegemonic masculinity is also placed in opposition to subordinated
masculinities. Subordinated masculinities include homosexual masculinities and are
positioned at the bottom of a gender hierarchy, as Connell (1995) claims that "gayness" is
the repository of whatever is symbolically expelled from hegemonic masculinity - thus,
gayness is assimilated into femininity.
None of the respondents reported seeing physical harassment against guys who
were gay, or those perceived to be gay, with the exception of a few of what they
perceived to be minor incidents, such as the one below.
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When there isn 't teachers around, whenever we can, pass in the
hallways, I've seen someone knock his [openly gay male 'sj books down,
and you know, yell "fag" or if he bumps into someone, he'll get pushed
off and people will be like "trying to touch me? " or little things like that.
(SB 15:16, Jock)

Approximately three respondents said that openly homosexual peers fit in better at their
school than those who were perceived to be gay. This includes one respondent who said
that he was more comfortable in the change room with someone who was "out" rather
than someone who was not (because he knew he wasn't the out guy's "type"). The main
reason mentioned for openly gay students "fitting in better" was cited as "respect" for the
person having had the courage to come out. This respondent's account reflects his
experiences at a public school.
They fit in a lot better than those who were perceived to be, but actually
aren 't gay. 'Cause a lot of the openly homosexual people, they wouldn 't
care, 'cause they were proud of it, and they could talk and interact with
everybody. Like say for instance a guy could talk to another guy about
class or anything, then they could talk to the girls about fashion and
anything. So the guys I'd say, the openly gay guys fit in a lot better. Then
there's a lot of the guys that were comfortable with it, because they knew,
and like, and a lot of the openly homosexual guys would be like "no,
you 're not my type " sort of thing. Like, they just, like if someone would
be a little iffy about talking with them, they d be like "don't worry about
it, lam not going to try anything. " (SB1:18, PM of school)
It should be noted, though, that this "respect" did not seem to affect the respondent's
perceptions of verbal harassment, as they still reported that gay peers were harassed at
their schools.
Foucault (1978) discusses the idea of "power" as a multiplicity of force relations,
"immanent in the sphere in which they operate and constitute their own form of
organization" (p.92). It is interesting to observe how these power relations function in the
sphere of school, and how they operate through avenues such as sports and the
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harassment of peers. Foucault (1988) delves deeper into these micro-level processes of
power in his "technologies of the self approach, through which subjects' experience,
understanding, judging and ways of conducting themselves are used as practices of selfsurveillance. It appears that the gender performances of school age males are subject to
constant surveillance by peers. Males must discipline their own bodies and behaviours to
secure an appropriate masculine performance; one which will not draw unwanted
attention from the gaze of their peers and classify them as homosexual.
Similarly, Hunt and Wickham's (1994) "self-management" can also be applied
with regards to managing such phenomena which have come to be known as aspects of
the self. Mason (2001) describes this self-management as hinting at the agency of subjects
who do not just take control of themselves, but who also take control of certain situations.
This may be applied in the case of Martino's (2000) contention that there are certain rules
or codes of conduct that boys must never break - otherwise they lend themselves to
harassment. Popular boys are the gatekeepers of such rules, and others join in to avoid
being bullied. Therefore, it is evident that popular boys take control of governing the
behaviours of their peers and take it upon themselves to sanction inappropriate gender
displays by their peers through harassment.
Heteronormativity
Homosexuality in the Classroom
Regardless of whether the secondary school was Catholic or public, all of the
respondents stated that homosexuality was not brought up by teachers in the classroom. If
a student happened to ask a question about homosexuality, teachers worked around the
topic, moved quickly to another subject and did not address the question. This student's
account (of a public high school) reflects the general sentiment among my respondents:
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They try to pass it off, as like...obviously, they don't really want to get,
like, into that subject [homosexuality]. Like, they basically do everything
in their power to move away from that subject, I guess. Or, they refer to
it in, like, a joking way. Like, they 11 laugh about it, or like, if someone
says...I've never been in a class where we 've actually discussed like,
being gay, which is weird, but... (SB 11:17, Quiet Guy)
As this student alluded to, in many instances, teachers made jokes about homosexuality.
Physical education teachers were often the ones who perpetuated such jokes. In Skelton's
(2000) study of British primary schooling, male teachers displayed "proper" forms of
masculinity; using football, as a vehicle, teachers generated camaraderie with male
students and reinforced traditional masculine images. With regard to teachers of other
subjects, one student (of a Catholic high school) reported that his French teacher would
tease a student (who was straight) about being gay, making comments such as "are you
hitting on me?" or "oh, you're talking with a lisp now?" My respondent claimed that
these were simply jokes, and all the students regarded them as such, including the student
he made comments to, who laughed along.
In Catholic schools, if questions about homosexuality arose, it was usually in
religion class. Here, the teacher would typically refer to the Bible and comment on the
Catholic Church's views on homosexuality, for example, one respondent reported that his
religion teacher had said that "being gay is not a sin, but the act of being gay is."
According to respondents, in this context, teachers typically refrained from interjecting
their own opinion. These findings are similar to those of Ellis and High's (2004) study of
the schooling experiences of gay, lesbian and bisexual youth in London. Teachers often
used religion as an explanation for homosexuality, which the authors suggest takes a
"morally neutral" approach. According to Ellis and High, this approach of "moral
traditionalism" is problematic as it is anti-educational.
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Returning to my own findings, it was reported that a few teachers did feel it
necessary to include their own views or beliefs in class discussion. The most alarming of
these teacher comments, which came from a student account about a religion teacher at a
Catholic high school, is noted here:
...One of my religion teachers, he bashed 'em [homosexuals]. Like, it
was so politically uncorrect [sic], he could have probably lost his job for
that.
SB: Do you think that's because of his religious stance?
/ don't know, I think that 'sjust who he is.
SB: Can you tell me a bit of what he said?
Well, he basically said everything about, "they should all go die of
AIDS" things like that, so it was just, it was just like that. (SB05:18,
Prep).
With regards to hearing the term "that's so gay," teachers were reported as usually
accepting it as normal high school talk, and rarely reprimanded students for saying it.
Some teachers, however, were reported to interject when they heard students say "that's
so gay," but according to respondents, this was for the most part to correct the improper
use of the term, not because of the connotation of homosexuality. One notable teacher (at
a Catholic high school) was said to actually educate students as to their improper use of
the term "gay" - he would stop them in the halls and tell them not to equate the term
"homosexual" with something that is stupid, or "lame." According to the respondent, this
teacher was well liked in the school. Another respondent reported that a friend of his was
suspended for calling a kid a "fag" on the bus, however, the respondent admitted he may
just have been punished for using foul language, and not for the term he used.
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Homosexuality in the Hallways
All respondents said that when homosexuality was talked about among students, it
was always in a joking manner. This joking includes covert verbal harassment against gay
or perceived to be gay peers, such as that referred to earlier. No respondents reported that
students engaged in serious discussion about the topic, unless it referred to questioning
the sexuality of a peer.
SB: How do students talk about homosexuality?
Um, usually just in a joking way. Rarely is it serious. I mean, you get the
odd conversation about an individual who is suspected maybe to be gay,
and it can for the most part be serious, but other than that, it's usually
just joking. (SB14: 18, Jock/Drama Freak).
As is the case in these secondary schools, discussion surrounding homosexuality is
absent, thus, homophobia is not being addressed. In her study of secondary schools in
Australia, Harrison (2000) also notes how homophobia and heterosexist curriculum
remain largely unexamined within HIV/AIDS discourses in school settings, as
homophobia is only addressed as part of HIV related discrimination. In their study of
three urban Toronto, Ontario, high schools, Larkin, Andrews and Mitchell (2006) found
that homophobia is often only touched on in ADDS curriculum, which is heterosexist as it
is. Harrison (2000) further contends that homosexuality is frequently only discussed in
the context of HIV/AIDS education, which either "explicitly or implicitly links
homosexuality with a life threatening disease" (p. 12). From his study of English
secondary schools, Mac an Ghaill (1994) notes that in the context of schooling, male
heterosexual identities appear to have a fixed meaning, as sex/gender boundaries are
administered, regulated, and reified "through the interrelated material, social and
discursive practices of staffroom, classroom and playground microcultures" (p.9). The
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Catholic Church, which transmits its values in Catholic schools, in particular acts to
regulate and police gender and sexuality (Epstein & Johnson, 1998). As was discussed by
Harrison (2000) this suggests that heterosexist and homophobic discourses appear to have
a level of acceptance not only by peers, but also by teachers. This contributes to a
heteronormative school climate, which reproduces heterosexuality and conventional
gender relations.
Dissenting Views towards Homosexuality
Very few dissenting views appeared from participants' accounts. However, some
respondents made it clear that they did not have any contempt towards homosexual peers.
The following two respondents expressed their disdain with gay peers being teased:
/ think it 'sjust a perception of immaturity, [those who harass gay kids]
that people don't really understand that it's a lifestyle, people can choose
and stuff, 'cause they're not apart of the "straight world", which is
typically perceived as "proper." So, they just kind of get shunned
basically. (SB1:18, PM of school)
I personally don't care if someone is gay or not, it's their choice,
whatever. So I think it's stupid that people are bothering them about it or
whatever. I just think it's retarded, there's no point. (SB 2:16,
Hardcore/Straightedge kid)
These respondents, along with two others, claimed to not have any contention with
homosexuality. These respondents stated that they would not purposely ignore or tease a
peer just because they were gay or perceived to be gay. However, none of the respondents
said that these were common views among their peers or friends at school.
Dissenting Views towards Popularity
Other dissenting views which emerged were regarding notions of popularity.
Animosity towards the rich or preppy kids in school was expressed by the majority of
respondents. This is an interesting finding, because as previously mentioned, the preps
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were often among the most popular kids in schools. These kids were commonly perceived
by their peers as "thinking they were better than everyone" simply because they had more
money than most of the other kids. This respondent sums up the common sentiment:
Yeah, the preppy kids [teased other kids the most]. I don't know why, but
I guess they just thought that they were better than everyone else. (SB02:
16, Hardcore/Straightedge Kid)
One respondent had interesting insight into the whole notion of popularity:
I never liked to use the word "popular" so, I thought it was a stupid
term. Well, if you were well liked, that's what I thought your qualities
were. Like, everyone has their own unique talents. (SB04:18, Prep)
It is worthwhile to note that even though the respondent above is perceived by his peers
as a prep, he challenges the notion of popularity. Perhaps if dissenting views (such as his)
were to become well known to male peers, it could aid in challenging these and other
popular notions which interrelate with masculinity.
Dissenting Views on Masculinity
This respondent expresses frustration with a common expectation placed on
males:
When I didn 't have a job I let my girlfriend pay for me, then I felt shitty
kind of, 'cause, if you 're going to the show, her friends are going or
whatever, and she knows you have no money, and knows you feel left out,
she '11 ask you to come, like "it's okay, don't worry about it" she pays for
you, you just, it's totally emasculating. It sucks, but there's nothing I can
do, I don't have money, and I don't like borrowing money. (SB13:16,
Skater)
This young male discussed many of his experiences beyond my interview questions. He
divulged his frustrations in life, including difficulties in school, financial worries, and
family matters, such as coming from a working class background. He appears to embody
what Connell (1995) describes as "protest masculinities" which he contends are
constructed in working class settings. Connell describes that working class boys tended to
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critique social problems that hegemonic masculinity raised in their everyday lives, such
as violence, and felt oppressed by having to sustain a masculine image. This respondent
critiqued violence as well, as he often got into physical fights at school. He expressed
much frustration with peers whom he claimed picked fights with him for no reason; yet
he always felt a need to physically fight back. As a result, he was often reprimanded
through detentions and suspensions, which he claimed did nothing to resolve his "issues."
Connell (1996) contends that schools create institutional definitions of
masculinity, and that pupils participate in these masculinities simply by entering the
school and living in its structures. Rose (1996) discusses Joyce's point, in which devices
of meaning production, such as vocabularies, norms and systems of judgment produce
experience, and are not themselves produced by experience. He then adds that these
techniques do not come ready made, but they must be "invented, refined and stabilized,
they have to be disseminated and implanted in different ways in different practices schools, families, streets, workplaces, and courtrooms" (p. 130). It is apparent that the
aforementioned techniques which exist in schools also exist on multiple fronts in our
society. However, if power, as Foucault (1978) contends, is everywhere and selfproducing, is it possible to change gender relations within schools? Connell (1996) claims
that gender regimes do not have to be internally coherent, and can be subject to change.
As Foucault (1978) directs us not only to look at the groups that govern, or the state
apparatus, namely, those that make power function, but instead, at the local cynicism of
power - then, perhaps it is at the local level (schools) where an effective challenge to
gender regimes can begin.
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CONCLUSIONS
As Adam (1998) suggests, social theory needs to identify how actors deploy
discourse, and not simply how discourse produces subjectivity. It has been my intent to
move beyond simply theorizing the interplay between homophobia and masculinities and
examine how heterosexual males in various social locations within a school position
themselves in relation to homosexuality, namely, their homosexual peers. Through the
accounts of heterosexual males in secondary schools, this study has found that gay youth
occupy a lower status position in the high school hierarchy. Heterosexual males often do
not want to associate with gay peers for fear of being perceived as gay themselves. Gay
students are often teased, especially by the more popular or 'properly masculine' males,
such as the jocks and the preps.
Most harassment against LGTBQ students is covert; therefore, I am suggesting
that just because teachers do not hear comments out loud, this does not mean that students
are tolerant, or that LGTBQ youth are not discriminated against. According to the reports
of my respondents, the majority of teachers mentioned in this study were not dealing with
issues of harassment against LGTBQ youth, and some even took part in promoting a
hostile school climate themselves. Homosexuality is noticeably absent from the
curriculum, and is not addressed in any classroom discussion. This renders it invisible,
and provides no information for students who may be questioning their own sexuality. It
also does nothing to educate and inform those students who hold homophobic attitudes
against LGTBQ people.
Dissenting views were expressed by some respondents, including those who did
not agree with homosexuality being chastised. Other respondents expressed animosity
towards the popular students in their school, and one youth even opened up about his
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frustrations with expectations placed on males. Although dissenting views do exist, high
schools appear to function as an arena where hegemonic definitions of masculinity take
precedence. For example, even those respondents who claimed that they were accepting
of homosexuality seemed aware that this was not commonplace in their high school.
Perhaps if more of the popular students were to challenge hegemonic views, others would
take notice. Although youth may be thought of as becoming more progressive with each
generation, participating in high school social life appears to place limits around how one
can challenge conventional notions of gender and popularity. This was also evident from
the fact that although preps were popular at school, many of the youth interviewed
expressed disdain with this. To many, challenges may come at the cost of social isolation
or rejection by peers.
Overall, the "not fitting in" of gay students becomes normalized, and running into
hardships in school becomes accepted.
SB: Overall, would you say that your school is pretty accepting of
differences, like how would describe your school in those terms?
I would say its pretty accepting, I mean, there's always exceptions to that.
Like, ifyou 're a gay person and you 're openly gay, you 're obviously going
to run into your hardships no matter where you go. (SB08:18, Funny Guy)
Personally, it was comfortable for me, but I'm sure it probably wasn 't
comfortable if you were gay, but you could probably say that about almost
any high school. (SB14:18, Jock/Drama Freak)
How can we go about changing these expectations? Ellis and High (2004) reported
that gay, lesbian and bisexual students worried about experiencing problems at school, in
particular about verbal abuse and isolation. My study notes that these are problems
indeed. Although the findings of this study cannot speak to the schooling experiences of
all youth in Canada, it is clear that much work needs to be done in schools in order to
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promote a positive school climate for LGTBQ youth. I also suggest that in order to do
this, hegemonic masculinity must be challenged in educational institutions.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Challenging Hegemonic Masculinity through Education
Um, [maybe guys tease because] "they 're gay and we 're jealous ", well,
they won't say that they 're jealous, but deep down, we 're jealous of them,
'cause they get so close to the girls, know all their secrets. And they get to
do all those little things that deep down inside, we want to do. (SB15:16,
Jock)
Can we challenge hegemonic masculinity through educational practices? Connell
(2000) asserts that schools can be understood as sites, or institutional agents from which
we must explore how masculinities are formed among pupils. Connell (1995) argues that
education is a key site for alliance politics, therefore, work must be done in alliance with
women. He calls for a curriculum that organizes knowledge from the perspective of the
least advantaged. This would require boys to participate in curriculum organized around
girls, and straight students to participate in curriculum organized around the interests of
gay and lesbian students. Such a stance, Connell (1995) argues, "demands a capacity for
empathy and for taking the viewpoint of the other, something systematically denied in
hegemonic masculinity" (p.56).
Other suggestions for changes to education include those by Haywood and Mac an
Ghaill (1996, p.56) who argue that the curriculum produces masculinities, and thus, call
for an abolition of hierarchically organized knowledge, which in their view, "legitimates
spaces for hegemonic masculinities to exist." Yet other researchers call for change to
begin with teachers and counselors inside the classroom. For example, Chen-Hayes
(2001) suggests that school counselors and teachers work together to "trouble" traditional
identities, through avenues such as small group counseling, workshops and consultations.
They further urge displays of visual images and bulletin boards to depict individuals,
couples, and families of varying ethnic descents and queer identities in order challenge
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the invisibility of multiracial queer youth. Finally, Loutzenheiser (2001) suggests a
classroom exercise which serves the purpose of moving beyond empathy (as one is never
truly "enlightened") to reflection, by addressing areas where systematic relations of
power are visible. She suggests having students write a "cultural autobiography" which
asks them to look at their schooling and how who they are has been impacted by
advantages and disadvantages they have experienced. It is here that she aims to ask
students to reflect upon issues of race, gender, sexuality and class in order to discuss how
these issues come together and are important in one's life. Although difficult for some to
do, she asserts that such an exercise moves students beyond empathy and encourages
them to work on looking at oneself first, which can potentially turn around notions of
empathy for the "other."
Perhaps creating the possibility for students to reflect on these issues may be the
first step. My interview seems to have opened up the eyes of one teen:
It's actually surprising me that you 're doing a study on how the gay
people are, and if they get bullied, 'cause I never really thought of them
being a different person than me, but now, it kind of makes me reflect on,
they did have it bad, and, now uh, they 're people too, they 're good
people. (SB 15:16, Jock).
Teacher constraints to good practice will exist if no support is in place. In Buston
and Hart's (2001) study, teachers listed reasons for failing to discuss homosexuality such
as being uncomfortable with homosexuality, or that it went against their values, while
others explained that they felt a lack of support/guidance from management within the
school, or from policy. Some also reported not wanting to challenge homophobic
comments in an attempt to appear "neutral" (as was the case in this study). Many even
attributed negative reactions of pupils as to why they did not teach about homosexuality;
however, many students in their class did not express intolerance with this principle. With
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regard to gay and lesbian teachers, Epstein (1997) describes constraints they face, as
many were threatened themselves and felt unable to come out for fear of losing their jobs.
Many of these teachers were therefore unable to provide support for LGBTQ students.
Perhaps teacher training on how to comfortably discuss homosexuality and
homophobia could ameliorate some of these difficulties. According to Deborah Courville,
an education officer for the Ontario ministry of education, the public school board in
Ontario leaves sex education up to teachers to decide how to teach. If a teacher chooses
not to teach queer issues in sex education class, it is because the teacher is not
comfortable, rather than it not being mentioned specifically in the curriculum (Garrison,
2007). Therefore, with the proper training, in public schools, the aforementioned
recommendations may be more feasible. With regards to the Catholic school board, John
Podgorski, coordinator of religious education and family life education for the Ottawa
Catholic School Board, explains that queer sexualities are dealt with in sex education, but
differently than in the public board. The concept of homosexuality is introduced in Grade
7 and 8 as, "same-sex attraction," and then again in Grade 9 and 10, and then again as an
optional course in Grade 12. Podgorski also stresses that within the Catholic school
system, "an environment of tolerance is extremely important and intolerance is
unacceptable among the student body" (Garrison, 2007, p.2). If this is the case, and samesex sexuality is brought up in the curricula then teachers could use it as an opportunity to
challenge heterosexism and homophobia.
Writing from his own reflections as a gay primary school teacher, Rofes (2005)
argues that schools must be reorganized as models of participatory democracy. This
means that children and adolescents must have a voice and vote on matters involving
curriculum, school organization, and power dynamics among groups of peers. Another
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approach calls for peer educators. This approach could circumvent some of the
difficulties teachers may face. Based on his own experiences working with antidiscrimination programs in the Equity Studies Centre at the Toronto Board of Education,
McCaskell (2005) suggests training students as workshop facilitators. Facilitators whom
he trained discussed case studies which came from student essays on prejudice and
discrimination they had experienced. Intermediate students in a school were broken up
into groups and spent time in workshops discussing these issues. McCaskell also suggests
that in dealing with homophobia, it is necessary to bring in openly gay students from
other schools to act as resource people (because many gay and lesbian students may not
want to come out in their own schools).
Gay-Straight Alliances?
So, it's not really... its people who don't interact with them that will bash
them, but people who do interact with them don't really. (SB1:18, PM of
school)
Gay-straight alliances (GSAs) have been recently gaining momentum in the United
States. There is sparse literature regarding GSAs in Canada, with most studies done in the
United States (Deppler, 2001; Fetner, 2003; Sweat, 2005; Fetner and Kush, 2007). The
American studies have documented positive effects of GSAs on the school climate. For
example, Deppler's (2001) study of GSAs in Massachusetts schools notes that they
provide opportunities for support, social interaction and education. Study participants felt
GSAs helped to replace silence with visibility and isolation with connection. Sweat's
(2005) study analyzed the social context of participation in GSAs, and Fetner's (2003)
study examined GSA activism on high school campuses. Both studies demonstrated the
creation of an alliance with straight peers. Perhaps the creation of gay straight alliances
would provide the opportunity for more heterosexual youth to interact with their gay
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peers. Of course, participation in GSAs would be voluntary, but at least LGTBQ students
would be more visible in their school. This could also be coupled with school-wide gay
pride festivities (Rofes, 2005) which could have the entire school participate in LGTBQ
issues. Catholic schools may not allow GSAs to form, but perhaps public schools could
embrace them. Future research could also explore Fetner and Kush's (2007) question of
whether the presence of a GSA on a high school campus reduces the number of anti-gay
threats and comments, makes LGTB youth feel safer and creates a base for activism. It is
also clear that policy and funding must support such initiatives. Due to budget cuts,
McCaskell's work, and the Toronto Board of Education's Equity Studies Centre, came to
an end.
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Appendix A - Email Template
Hi! My name is Sandra Bortolin, and I am graduate student in sociology at the
University of Windsor. I am working on a research study right now in order to get my
Master's degree. I am looking to interview straight guys, ages 16-18 who have attended
(or are currently attending) Catholic or Public high schools here in Windsor.
Basically, I am interested in what it's like at your high school - what kinds of
people are popular, who gets picked on, and where you think you fit in socially.
So, if you think you might be interested in participating in my study, please email
me back (bortol2@uwindsor.ca). I will send you a few brief questions to answer. From
those who send me back the completed questions, I will contact you to set up an interview
time. Interviews will take about an hour. They will take place in a quiet public place, such
as a Windsor Public Library location, or at the University of Windsor.
This study has been approved by the University of Windsor Ethical Review
Board. Any identifying information will be removed, and your information will be kept
confidential (your real name will not appear in the study at all). Those people who
participate in the study will get $10 cash as a thank you for their time. Finally, your
participation is entirely voluntary - so if you choose to withdraw at any time during the
study, it's okay.
If you know of any friends who may want to participate, please let them know too!
Please email me at bortol2@uwindsor.ca if you think you might want to participate, or if
you have any questions or concerns! Thanks!
Sandra Bortolin, B.A. (Hons.)
bortol2@uwindsor.ca or sandra.bortolin@hotmail.com
University of Windsor
Department of Sociology and Anthropology
If you have any further questions, you can also contact my faculty supervisor:
Dr. Barry Adam
Phone: 519-253-3000 ext. 3497
Fax: 519-971-3621
adam@uwindsor.ca
University of Windsor
Department of Sociology and Anthropology
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Appendix B - Screener Questions
(Simply place an "x" beside those which apply and email back)
1.1 am

years old.

2. What grade are you in? (going into in September)
11
12
Going back for a fifth year
I just graduated in June
3.1 went to high school in Windsor-Essex County, ON
Yes (if yes, please specify which one)
No
4. My ethnicity is: [Check all that apply]
British
E/SE Asian
French
Aboriginal
Other European
Middle Eastern
African
Jewish
Caribbean
Canadian
Latin American
Other
[Please specify]
South Asian
5. At my school, people consider/perceive me to be:
A Jock
A Prep
A Skater
AnEmo
A Computer Geek
Other/None of the above
[please fill in]
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Appendix C - Interview Schedule
A. Social Groups
1. What is the most important thing I should know about your school?
2. It is common knowledge that there are different groups in high schools; could you tell
me about them? (probe: for example, the jocks)
3. How do you fit in, or perhaps, relate to this? Do you feel pressure to conform?
B. Hierarchies
4. Of the groups you've talked about, is one of the groups most popular?
- How is their popularity maintained? Why are they popular?
C. Masculinities
5. What kinds of kids don't fit in at school?
- How people (the students) know they don't fit in? Who is saying this?
6. How do peers perceived to be homosexual (guys/girls) fit in? (sub-questions below)
How do openly homosexual peers (guys/girls) fit in?
- Do guys (who/belonging to which social groups) talk about them?
- What do they say?
- In the Hallways?
- In the Cafeteria?
- On the Bus?
- Sports teams (or clubs they belong to)?
- In the Classroom?
- How do guys {who) interact with them, for example in the:
- Hallways?
- Cafeteria?
- On the Bus?
- Sports teams (or clubs they belong to)?
- In the classroom?
- Do they get bullied, or harassed?
- Verbally? (Called names - which ones?)
- Physically? (Pushed, shoved)
- Where does this take place?
- Hallways?
- Cafeteria?
- On the Bus?
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- Sports teams (or clubs they belong to)?
- In the classroom?
7. How is the word "gay" used, like "he's gay" or "that's so gay"?
- When it is used, what does it mean?
- How is it used? For specific people, or events?
- When is it used?
- In the Hallways?
- In the Cafeteria?
- On the Bus?
- Sports teams (or clubs they belong to)?
- In the Classroom?
D. Heteronormativity
8. When homosexuality comes up in class, how do teachers talk about it?
- Do teachers say/do anything if they hear "that's so gay"?
- How do students talk about it?
9. When homosexuality is talked about among students, is it serious, or just in a joking
way?
- What is said about it in:
- the hallways?
- the cafeteria?
- on the bus?
- in any clubs or sports that you belong to?
- in the classroom?
Conclusion
10. We've talked a lot about your school and different groups, is there anything else you
would like to add?
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